The Australian Museum houses one of the most extensive ethnological collections of Aboriginal material culture. In the middle of 1988 I attempted to list miscellaneous items unregistered in this collection. Such objects were left aside by former registrars because of lack of documentation, and were waiting for conservation treatment or were simply forgotten. Among those objects was a wooden box containing 196 string figures which were collected by F.D. McCarthy at Yirrkala in 1948. This is probably the largest, well-documented collection of Aboriginal string figures in Australia (Meehan, personal communication, 1989) . Because of the outstanding historical and ethnological value of this collection I decided to bring it to the attention of other anthropologists.
The Collection F.D. McCarthy collected string figures at Yirrkala as a member of the American-Australian Scientific Expedition to Amhem Land. His comprehensive and richly-illustrated study was published in the second volume produced by the expedition members (McCarthy, 1960) . In the opening chapter entitled 'The story of the expedition ', Mountford (1956:xxx) stated that after study, the ethnological collections made by the expedition would be divided between scientific institutions in the United States of America and Australia, but no inventory of items was published indicating which were to go to the US or which were to remain in Australia. The entire collection of string figures, however, stayed in the Australian Museum, where it remained unregistered until 1988. This has made the collection not only inaccessible but effectively unknown.
There are three major records of the Yirrkala string figures kept in the Australian Museum: i) the string figures themselves mounted on the cardboard or brown paper on which various field notes are made ( Figs 1,2) ; ii) 185 photographs (archive numbers V8960-V8964) showing figure makers during their performances and sometimes different stages of the figure making ( Figs 3,4) ; and iii) a photocopy of McCarthy's field book, which opens with the enthusiastic statement 'I began collecting string figures as soon as we reached Yirrkalla' (McCarthy, 1948) .
The collection consists of 196 string figures which were mounted on thin cardboard or brown paper (45.5 x 19 cm) with tiny strips of adhesive tape, now 40 years old. The dried tape is now peeling off, endangering the existence of the figures. All mounted figures were slotted vertically into a wooden box. The cardboard and brown paper not only support the figures but also contain the most immediate field records. They are valuable, integral parts of the collection. The standard data recorded on them consist of: i) number: some string figures are identified by additional letters (e.g., 173A-C), and some numbers were missing (65, 93-97, 129, 139, 151, 152) ; ii) name in English; iii) Aboriginal name in a Pama-Nyungan family language; iv) maker's name; and v) geographical attribution.
The following data are also occasionally present: vi) sketch and note of the position of hands, thumbs and fingers holding the string figure; vii) description of parts of the figure; viii) notes of techniques used in making the figure; ix) technical, topical or other associations between different figures; and x) sketch of the object represented by the figure.
Figures are mounted on only one side of the paper sheets, but often on both sides of the cardboard. Sometimes two or three figures are mounted on one surface. All the notes were made with lead pencil while the numbers assigned to the figures are traced over in ink.
Treatment of the Collection Soon after locating the string figures I began work on their documentation and registration within the Australian Museum system, and was faced with several problems such as the physical handling of the objects, writing of registration numbers on them, and improving conditions for their preservation. For conservation advice I approached Ms GinaDrummond, then a conservator in the Museum's Division of Materials Conservation. She recommended 'Archive Text' labels, which is an acidfree paper, and permanent black ink for registration numbers. The labels can then be attached to the mounting boards with 'Japanese Wheat' starch agent. This starch has little effect on the mounting boards and can easily be removed. The mounting boards with label(s) made for each string figure are slotted into plastic sleeves and sealed.
Ms Drummond also suggested that the sticky tape strips holding string figures should not be replaced with new ones until proper conservation work is undertaken on the collection. As an emergency measure in some cases, however, I decided to stick a fresh strip of tape to prevent several figures from falling apart.
Collection Documentation
In the first stage of registration a list of the string figures was made (Appendix, Table 1 ). This contains McCarthy's field number, maker's name, English title and Aboriginal name for each figure, and the registration number assigned (the prefix E indicates the anthropological collection of the Australian Museum). Where a maker's name is in parentheses, these indicate that the name is not recorded on the mounting board.
The figure numbers written on the mounting board do not match those given in McCarthy's article (1960:433-438) and Table 1 (Appendix) here refers only to the field numbers found on the mounting boards. The actual figures, however, may be easily identified with those listed and illustrated in the article. The titles of the figure also differ sometimes between the field records and the McCarthy article mentioned above. (Australia, 1975:11; Mulvaney, 1989:22) and in 1948 some people still remembered them.
One theory on the origin of string figures in Arnhem Land preferred by Davidson (1941) suggests that the art of making them was introduced to the Aboriginal people from outside, presumably by the Macassans. McCarthy (1960) , on the other hand, subscribed to the theory of a local origin. For this paper, however, it is not of much importance which theory is closer to the truth. In this century Amhem Land Aboriginal cultures have undergone many changes and transformations, especially in the last four decades (Australia, 1975:11-13) . In the process of this transformation the art of string figure making was also modified. This is well illustrated in McCarthy's collection by two almost identical figures which show two large circles accompanied by small loops. One figure is named 'Two armbands' (no. 81), while the other is called 'Two pannikins ' (no. 14) . In this context of change, McCarthy's collection is even more valuable and precious.
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